requirements of a car-based lifestyle, they will cover the countryside with sprawling suburbs and continue to contribute to poor health.
For the future of our urbanised species, it is of crucial importance to make wise decisions regarding where we will accommodate the next one billion city dwellers, as Richard Forman from Harvard University, Cambridge, USA, and Jianguo Wu from Arizona State University, Tempe, USA, have argued (Nature (2016) 537, 608-611). Suitable spaces and areas are available in some geographic areas, but the big migration into the cities has to be guided by political decisions and city planning, if the growing cities are to be environmentally sustainable, resilient, and liveable.
For a good and sustainable urbanisation to happen, it appears to be an obvious requirement that mayors and planners of cities are able to communicate effectively with each other and with the political leadership at national and international levels. While there are some networks of cities that swap ideas and pursue shared projects, these don't necessarily get heard by the movers and shakers of 'big' politics, as Michele Acuto from University College London, UK, bemoans (Nature (2016) 537, 611-613).
Plan wisely
Cities in the wealthier countries are facing the challenge of reversing decades of car-centric planning to create healthier living space. More urgent, not to say dramatic, is the challenge facing the rapidly growing urban areas in the developing countries, which have to accommodate many millions of additional residents in a safe, healthy, and sustainable way, preferably without repeating the mistakes that cities in Europe and North America made in the 1960s.
Both world population and urbanisation are bound to reach saturation levels within this century, so the coming decades will bring a peak increase in city residency. During that transition, joined-up thinking and good policy-making from the local to the global level will be more important than ever.
Michael Gross is a science writer based at Oxford. He can be contacted via his web page at www.michaelgross.co.uk of experts have used this once-in-twodecades opportunity to provide their views on the situation and the action that should be taken.
In an opinion piece published ahead of Habitat III, Joern Birkmann from the University of Stuttgart, Germany, and colleagues emphasized the importance of small and middle-sized cities in the developing world, with between 300,000 and 5 million inhabitants, such as Kampala (Uganda), Niamey (Niger) or Chittagong (Bangladesh). While some attention has been given to the new megacities like Lagos and São Paulo, the authors argue that these somewhat smaller cities are experiencing the highest relative population growth rates, and are often most vulnerable to natural hazards such as earthquakes (Nature (2016) 537, 605-608) .
The authors calculate that these cities are set to absorb another 469 million people between 2015 and 2030, more than the large cities and megacities, which will have to cope with 203 million extra residents. Making these more rapidly growing middle-sized cities resilient against the hazards and challenges of the coming years will be the most important task for the planners and internationally co-ordinated efforts, the authors argue.
Coordination, good planning, and joined-up thinking appear to be the key issues in coping with the challenges of accelerating urbanisation. If we let cities grow naturally as we have for millennia, they will grow just fi ne, but they are bound to produce unintended consequences, such as blocking fertile land needed for agriculture. If they are allowed to spread out according to the I tapped "the secret of human success" into Google (other web-browsers are available) and got the following list: eating meat, hairlessness, humility, grandmothers, shelter-seeking, beauty, curiosity, God and, my favouritedenial. Most would agree that these traits probably infl uence our chances of success, but Joseph Henrich doesn't think they are the secret of our success.
Our secret, according to Henrich, is human culture. To many, 'culture' is Shakespeare, Picasso, high religion, opera, table manners and literary fi ction. But to anthropologists, 'culture' is used as a shorthand for a parallel evolutionary process that sits alongside our genetic evolution, one in which our ideas evolve as they, like genes, are passed down the generations.
Defi ned this way, human culture has been overwhelmingly the most important force in human history, responsible for our evident demographic and geographic success -most of the world is littered with excess humans -but also a force that, Henrich emphasises, has shaped us genetically and continues to do so.
Henrich's 'secret' is shared by the authors of what is now a long line of fi ne books on the subject of human cultural evolution. The pioneering work in this area appeared in the 1980s from two teams of researchers: Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman's Cultural Transmission and Evolution: A Quantitative Approach [1] and Boyd (with whom Henrich later studied) and Richerson's Culture and the Evolutionary Process [2] . These authors were able to establish that, in our species, the handing down over generations of the hard-won ideas of previous generations could lead to long-term trends of what
